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Abstract: This paper is the exploration of an assignment given in an industrial design undergraduate course
called “Culture and Communication in Design”. The course aims to give an insight about how objects are
analysed and evaluated by tools provided by semiotics, products semantics and critiques of commodity
culture. In this assignment, the movie “Cast Away” was used in order to make an analysis about the
meanings and meaning shifts of artefacts that are placed in different contexts. The assumption is that
“reading” movies with a concentration on the artefacts placed in the scenes gives students a different
perspective to see, understand and discuss some terms about the changing cultural significance and value
systems of design. Cast Away, as an original interpretation of the story of Robinson Crusoe, enriched by the
objects carried together with the main actor to an unknown island, provides a very rich ground to see and
interpret the cultural changes and dynamics between objects, individuals and society. The significance of
the exercise, or such exercises in design education, lies in the motivation of training students not only as
mere practitioners and creators of commodities, but also as intellectuals who can reflect on their own
profession through a critical lens.
Keywords: movie analysis; design education; use value; exchange value; sign value; symbolic exchange
value

1 Introduction
The paper tries to introduce a new perspective used in a theoretical class in the curriculum of an industrial design
department. The name of the course is called “Culture and Communication in Design” where the analytical
approaches of semiotics, product semantics and critical theories based on consumer and material culture are
introduced. In the assignment to be presented in the paper, the topics explored mainly belong to the theories of
consumer culture, especially the value systems coined by Marx and Baudrillard, analysed by using the scenes of the
movie, Cast Away, as an educational material.

2 About the Movie
The movie Cast Away is described as a story of a FedEx executive called Chuck whose plane crashes to a deserted
island, where he is the only survivor and “he washes up on a tiny island with nothing but some flotsam and jetsam
from the aircraft's cargo” (“Plot Summary: Cast Away”, 2018).
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A short summary of the movie is given like this:
Cast Away tells the story of Chuck Noland (Tom Hanks), a Federal Express engineer who devotes most of his life to
his troubleshooting job. His girlfriend Kelly (Helen Hunt) is often neglected by his dedication to work, and his
compulsive personality suggests a conflicted man. But on Christmas Eve, Chuck proposes marriage to Kelly right
before embarking on a large assignment. On the assignment, a plane crash strands Chuck on a remote island, and
his fast-paced life is slowed to a crawl, as he is miles removed from any human contact. Finding solace only in a
volley ball that he befriends, Chuck must now learn to endure the emotional and physical stress of his new life,
unsure of when he may return to the civilization he knew before (“Cast Away,” 2018).
The movie was analysed and compared by some critiques as an interesting interpretation and re-reading of the
classical novel of Daniel Defoe; Robinson Crusoe. One of the critiques is that the story of Robinson and Chuck is found
similar in terms of class struggle. We can also trace the idea of “sin” in both narratives, as both Robinson and Chuck
were sent to a deserted island because of their mistakes. (Hanks Is No Crusoe, 2000) However, most of the critiques
about the movie miss or ignore a very important and distinctive aspect; the artifacts –other than the volleyball–
carried together with him to the island and his relationship with them and various other objects during the movie.
In the same article (Hanks Is No Crusoe, 2000) there is only one and a very shallow interpretation about the volleyball
again, among the others-, that is: “Significantly, Chuck's only companion on the island is a volleyball, whom he names
‘Wilson’. It's his little pet and he talks to it every day. Maybe the moral of Cast Away is that all that men can really
trust are ballgames – everything else, work and women, leads to disappointment.”
However, is can obviously be stated that Cast Away’s main distinction from the story of the Robinson Crusoe and the
point it wants to stress is the protagonist’s relation to the artifacts placed in the movie. At first glance, we can easily
say that this modern interpretation of the story is highlighted with the existence of these artifacts in order to
emphasize the time and culture changes between two stories, where we can characterize modern life mainly as
surrounded by commodities. However, the juxtaposition of the various objects transferred from modern world into
the deserted island is where the whole tension of the movie and the distinction from the main source of the narrative;
Robinson Crusoe.
That is also where the original idea of interpreting the movie as an educational material for a class about design
critique comes from, because the interaction between people and objects in the whole course of the movie becomes
a fruitful ground for analysis of the values and their shifts in the modern consumer culture or civilization. Another
motivation to use this movie as a tool for analysis is the above-mentioned lack of existing critiques about it in the
literature.

3 Theoretical Background
Marx is the key writer who explores the idea of commodity value as he distinguishes between the use value and the
exchange value of the commodity. Use value is connected to "the physical properties of the commodity" (1990,
p.126); that is, where the material uses of the object and the concept of “need” is dominant. As the second value
which is exchange value, distinguished from use value, "the exchange relation of commodities is characterized
precisely by their abstraction from their use values" (1990, p. 127). This moment of abstraction is the birthplace of the
concept of money; however, the main critique Marx makes is here, money is the agent that hides the real equivalent
which is labour, behind the exchange value.
After decades, added to this theoretical classification, Baudrillard comes about two new terms characterizing modern
consumer culture which are the sign value and symbolic exchange value.
Baudrillard (1993) claims commodities are motivated to be bought and displayed for their sign value rather than their
use value. That is how new term of sign value has become an essential constituent of the commodity and
consumption in the consumer society. “For Baudrillard, the entire society is organized around consumption and
display of commodities through which individuals gain prestige, identity, and standing. In this system, the more
prestigious one's commodities (houses, cars, clothes, and so on), the higher one's standing in the realm of sign value.
Thus, just as words take on meaning according to their position in a differential system of language, so sign values
take on meaning according to their place in a differential system of prestige and status.” (“Jean Baudrillard”, 2007)
As it comes to symbolic exchange it directs us to a totally different dynamics among other types of value systems:
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Building on the French cultural theory of Georges Bataille, Marcel Mauss, and Alfred Jarry; Baudrillard champions
symbolic exchange which resists capitalist values of utility and monetary profit for cultural values. These cases of
symbolic exchange, Baudrillard believes, break with the values of production and describe poetic exchange and
creative cultural activity that provides alternatives to the capitalist values of production and exchange. (“Jean
Baudrillard”, 2007)
From the perspective of these value systems, as Marx and Baudrillard put it, a very extensive potential to analyse and
scrutinize the people’s interaction with the objects, they want to have, buy, exchange and fetishize. All kinds of
interaction with the objects might create unique cases of value assigning as can be traced in some illustrative scenes in
the movie.
Interestingly enough the starting point of this analysis was previously made by Marx himself in his early works about
Robinson Crusoe; in Capital and in his book called Grundrisse; where he connects his theories with the life of
Robinson. In Capital; he mentions Robinson “as an example of the pre-capitalist man creating goods because they are
useful and producing only as much as is useful to him and not seeking a profit. (…) Marx also refers to Crusoe in
Grundrisse (1973); there he sees in Robinson Crusoe not a reaction against over sophistication and a return to a
misunderstood nature life but rather the anticipation of civil society."(Grapard, 1995)
Coming to Cast Away; even the artifacts in the movie don’t seem as the core elements in the scenario; they can be
interpreted as the supporting characters who take role; especially in the long and extended scenes where Chuck is
totally alone as a human trying to survive in the island. We can see this character attributes in the volleyball called
Wilson in a very strong way as lots of critiques are centred on him; however, the interactions or confrontations with
other artifacts or commodities in their packages as it were, worth to illustrate various value systems.
The character of Wilson is sometimes beyond analysis in the value systems of Marx and Baudrillard, because this
characterization is taken into an extreme from an object/commodity into a human friend. Connected to that it will not
be too much to say there is an analogy between Wilson and Friday; as one of the key figures in the novel Robinson
Crusoe. That can be the reason why it was so challenging in the analysis asked from the students of the class.
However, it is also an inspirational example in such a study to be held with other objects and circumstances.

4 The Study
The study is based on the exploration of an assignment used in an undergraduate course called “Culture and
Communication in Design”. The course is a theoretical class which aims to give an analytical background based on the
frameworks of semiotics, product semantics and other communication theories. Consumer culture and value systems
are one of the important modules that are studied towards the midst of the semester. After studying and discussing
the key terms about the issue and the systems given by Marx and Baudrillard, students are asked to watch the movie
Cast Away at home, and write a report about it; with a concentration on the above-mentioned value systems. They
are told not to make a classical film critique or a mere summary of the scenes, which is a common mistake repeated in
different semesters. After they watch and write a report about it, they were invited to fuel a discussion in the
classroom where they brainstorm on their reflections on the axis of the movie and the value systems mentioned.
The significance of the exercise, or such exercises in the design education, lies in the motivation of training students
not only as mere practitioners of design as creators of commodities but also as intellectuals that can reflect on their
own profession in a critical lens.

5 Reports
After the theoretical background given and discussed about the issues of value systems in the consumer culture,
students were asked to watch the movie at home and write a report explaining their reflections about it. Most of the
reports are very rich in terms of different subjects of analysis, because the content of the movie is very fruitful in that
sense; i.e. there is a large number and variety of objects and scenes waiting to be analysed. Because of that, only
some highlights will be given about some repeating subjects and phenomena in this paper.
Before we start to mention the highlights of the student feedbacks to the assignment, a brief summary of the scenes
concerning the subject matter of the course is needed. These are mainly the confrontation of different characters,
especially the protagonist Chuck with different objects/artifacts in different circumstances.
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As we go along the synopsis of the movie (“Plot Summary: Cast Away”, 2018) we can highlight the circumstances
where confrontations happen concerning people in connection to the objects. One of the most important scenes is
the one about the exchange of Christmas gifts; kitchen items given by Chuck, small ring box and antique watch that
belongs to Kelly’s (Chuck’s girlfriend) grandfather given to Chuck by Kelly.
Second important part starts with the scene that the plane Chuck travels going straight down and crashes in the
ocean; after that Chuck manages to reach to the shore of a small island together with a series of FedEx parcels carried
in the plane. After he decides to open them, he comes up with contents like these: “a pair of ice skates, a leather and
lace dress, videotapes and a legal document declaring a divorce, a volley ball that eventually becomes his companion
and a parcel decorated with a pair of wings and for unexplained reasons he doesn't open.”
Third part is the period after he manages to go back to his hometown or “civilization” after he spent four years in the
island where he reinterprets his life in a new perspective when he encounters with some of the objects that was once
part of his life in the island.
One of the students made an analysis of the movie by first dividing the movie into episodes similar to the ones
mentioned above, but by adding the issue of value systems:
The movie can be roughly divided into 3 parts. The first part where Chuck lives in a civilized condition where the
products not only have their use values, but also exchange and symbolic exchange values, the second part where
he is trying to survive on a deserted island, assigning other use values to the limited products he has and the third
part where he goes back home to civilization. (Ayda)
This division is something we started with during the class discussions; where whole signification system for Chuck is
reversed and re-transformed.
In the first episode Chuck is a devoted engineer who is strongly connected with the idea of time, the pager he carries
is the symbol for that. The job he makes is also part of this emphasis, timely distribution of the parcels by FedEx as the
main principle of his job. However, we can trace the change in the concept and significance of time during the movie,
by using the connected objects depicting and signifying time. Apart from the pager he always carries with, the beeper
he gives to his fiancé in the Christmas; the reciprocal gift given by her, heirloom watch that also took part in the island
context. This antique watch is a heritage from her family and she has attached the photo of herself in it. Although
Chuck travels a lot between different time zones, he sets the clock according to Memphis, their hometown, and says it
will always stay like that. For one of the students “the watch will usually show the wrong time and won't fulfil its use
value but this is not important for Chuck. For him, the watch has a symbolic value rather than a use value. The watch
is set to "Kelly time" according to his words and it is a product which will remind him of his girlfriend any time he
wants.” (Ayda) Following that, we can understand the significance of the watch from a series of scenes: “during the
plane crash, he tries to save not himself, but the watch; he looks at the watch and the picture in it every night he
spent in the island.” (Elif)
In the class sessions, the concept of time was also discussed comparatively between modern and traditional life. It was
emphasized that Chuck eventually shifts into the cyclic time of nature where sun is the major parameter instead of the
calculated time the clocks tell us that the modern life is based on.
This gift exchange ceremony in the airport is also the only scene where the objects take part representing the
symbolic exchange value; kitchen items, small ring box and the heirloom watch. Most of the students discovered this
connection by emphasizing the symbolic value given to the objects rather than their use or exchange value. While
kitchen items that are brought to Kelly by Chuck are both useful and symbolic as they represent the travelled places by
him, the ring box has a pure symbolic exchange value as it is the sign of wedding proposal. (Elif, Mustafa, Ayda etc.)
Coming to the island, sign and exchange values of the objects taken in the FedEx packs are converted into pure use
value whatever they are originally designed for. Examples from the student reports can be summarized like this:
The video tapes might be carrying some very important information or might be some old memories of a family.
Whatever they are, it is easy to say that they are important for either the sender or receiver in terms of use value
or symbolic value. But Chuck cannot make any use out of them and therefore they are useless for him. The
documents are for a divorce lawsuit and they probably have to be transferred on time to wherever they have to
be. But on the island, they have no value rather than pieces of papers. The other products in the boxes also seem
4
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to have no use at first sight. But Chuck manages to use them according to his needs. He uses the steel part of the
ice skates as a knife and cuts the things according to his needs. Later on he also uses them as a mirror to see
his/his teeth's reflection. He uses the permeable fabric of the dress as fishing net and he fishes with it. (Ayda)
Apart from the objects taken from the FedEx packs, the natural materials like straws, sand, coconuts, crabs and fish
etc. are converted into functional items by Chuck, as a revival of the story of Robinson. The details about these
materials in the story are also stated by most of the students. “Just coconuts, crabs and some fishes are his noncooked meals. (…) When he succeeded to light a fire, it became valuable for him, fire has gained a sign value, sign of
Chuck's success.” (Ece)
He used tree skins and video tapes to make ropes, but the interesting one was that he used the rope by which he
attempted suicide to make his escape raft. Once he used the object as a tool for his death, then it gained another
function. (Sühendan)
After he manages to go back to his homeland, Chuck became aware of the things that he previously did not notice.
This part is where the critique of consumer culture is more dominant compared to the other scenes in the movie. Here
are some highlights from the students about this period:
When he survived and came back home, many things have changed a lot. Light, fire and any cutter became very
important, however a bed was unnecessary to him. (Ece)
After he goes back to home, he still keeps the habit of lying on the ground, not on the bed. That’s where we see
spring mattress lost its use value. He also lost the values about time and being timely. Cast Away is a nice movie
that shows the values that we give to objects, events and people in our lives are changeable (Elif)
To celebrate his homecoming, a party is made and seafood is served. Seafood is known as an expensive treat
consumed by wealthy people which carries a lot of sign value. But since Chuck has had seafood for the past 4 years
of his life, he feels disgusted and does not eat it. So, the seafood has lost its use and also sign value for Chuck.
(Ayda)
The comeback could be considered as a reverse adjustment to life. The system of values on the island has changed
him and for that reason it sounds strange to him to have all the comforts. For example, he sleeps on the floor
instead of the bed, he stare at the lighter and the food, because on the island he had to adapt other objects to get
them. That means that some objects we take for granted could be also understood with different values. He starts
to criticize the system that once he was part of… (Leonardo)
Even so, the ending of the movie looks like a tragedy. But we know, he is no longer obsessed by the time and also
escape from his limitations. I make an additional remark. Now, he can decide where he wants to venture, not
confined to one place, not caught by time, not living a life cast in concrete. (Soyhun)
Coming back to the issue of Wilson, students seem to be puzzled by not to be able to classify or misclassify the role of
that volley ball in terms of these value systems, but some classified “him” in one of the value systems: symbolic, use
etc. Another hard to classify item in the movie is the unopened pack with a wing illustration printed on.
The most important change of value is about the volleyball. The ball had become his only friend. His need of
communication, sharing emotions is shared with the ball. (Ece)
We can understand how much value he attributed to these objects and he needs them to get motivated to live
from his decision of taking Wilson, the heirloom watch and the parcel with non-opened wings illustration together
with him when he decided to leave the island. We can also understand the extend of the value he has given to
Wilson from the scene where he even jeopardizes his life in order to save him. (Elif)
He also found a volley ball in those packages and drew a fire symbol on it with his blood. After numerous failed tryouts, he made a fire at last and thought that the volley ball brought him luck. From that time, he always kept it
nearby himself, talked to it as a friend, attributed an important meaning and gave a great value to it. (Metehan)
Wilson was there in order to satisfy the social hunger of Chuck. It was enlivened, value changed and transformed
into a part of Chuck’s body. (Mine)
5
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He uses the sharp side of the skates as a knife to broke coconuts and tulles of the dress for fishing and the ball
'Wilson' as an imaginary friend to talk. (Negrican)
The friendship that he struck up with a ball he later calls “Wilson” is a clear example of how a commodity
transforms into something intimate. Wilson is not volleyball anymore but a close friend of Chuck, his comrade, a
witness and a remembrance of his experiences. (Ezgi)
Another student who wrote a report that concentrates only on the Wilson wrote:
Wilson was created by Chuck who painted a face on a broken volleyball with blood. The audience watches the
steady appearance of Wilson and sees how important he is for Chuck´s mental health. This fact changes the
symbolic value drastically. Even though one should think the symbolic value is the same as the sign value, in this
case the symbolic value isn´t. It is less objective. I can especially observe this in the scene where Chuck shouts “I´m
sorry Wilson!”. This desperate shouting explains the importance of this imaginary friend. Only when it was nearly
too late, he instinctively decides to let the volleyball float away. The face, painted with his own blood floats away.
This signifies the viewer that all the pain of his stay on the island is leaving him. (Carlota)
As we can understand from the papers, the phenomenon of Wilson only, as a subject of analysis would be enough for
an assignment in such a subject, as it floats around all the value concepts and beyond, from use value as a friend into a
metaphysical totem for giving luck; it is also an indication about the potentials of different perspectives for such an
educational exercise.

6 Concluding Remarks
This exercise was very helpful for design students in order to be able to criticize their own profession as a value giving
practice and rethink about the origins of the values assigned to the built environment, socially and individually. Cast
Away is a very successful movie in terms of providing a ground to read these values, whether or not it is the main
message of it, (because some of the papers include the critique that it is an extended advertisement of FedEx!).
Having examples like Wilson and parcel with a print of wings are symbols or signs that are hard to analyse, that
challenges students to classify values in a very strict way.
There are some traps that students fall into like some of them had a tendency to criticize and the read the movie itself
rather than the objects in their contexts. That is the reason why they sometimes mixed the elements of symbolism
placed in the movie with the symbolic or sign values of the objects.
Also, one importance of the exercise is providing students with different forms of representations and media; that
creates a fresh ground in which they feel more confident and eager to share their ideas. In this sense the method used
in this exercise is closer to flipped classroom, because the audio-visual material required to be seeing and
understanding outside of the class together with a report; however additional discussions and evaluation was made
more in the classroom. The use of a movie as an educational material for a distinct area like consumer culture and
design critique can also be connected to the similar issue where different media tools are contained within an
education environment (Bergman & Sams, 2012).
Acknowledgements: I want to thank all the students who took part in this process, wrote their report and
contributed to the discussions with strong eagerness.
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